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INTRODUCTION 


In over a decade of working in the game industry, I've worked on a large n 
Terra Nil is the first game that made me cry while playing. 


I'm sure I'm not alone in believing that the game had a voice of its own from the start, and our 
work as developers was mostly about listening to what it wanted to say. This book aims to show 
some of the winding paths we took to get to where the game wanted to go (including the sketchier 
directions) — a true behind-the-scenes look. 


I've tried to focus primarily on showing art that you would not have seen while playing the game. 
But first, I'd like to thank all of the folks who've contributed to this game's art and this art book, 
people who cared so much about making something gentle and touching. 


Thank you to Marcelle Marais, a jack of all trades but master of several, whose contributions 
are too many to list. | particularly want to call out how he took over the whole animal pipeline, 
from painting to modelling and massaging textures to rigging and animation — setting up the 
whole animal system. His work was vital for bringing the game's world to life, and he was always 
willing to take weight off of my shoulders. 
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Thank you also to Kane Forster for bringing those animals to life. Kane has so much positive 
energy, and it shines through in his work. 


Thank you to Petter Vilberg for making our animals behave more intelligently, and for adding his 
humour and wholesome attitude to the team. Our animal animations wouldn't have meant much 
without his code holding it all together. 


Thank you to Jarred Lunt, who filled in like a trooper, whenever and wherever work needed 
doing. Although he did far more, he was responsible for both the more beautifully rendered 
buildings in this artbook and what might be the most badass progress bar that any game has 
ever had. So much crucial content wouldn't have made it into the game without his tireless help. 


Thank you to Jason Sutherland for masterfully creating our sound effects palette. By giving 
everything their own sounds, from little frogs to entire forests to fictional contraptions, Jay 
made our art feel tangible. 


Thank you to Meydan, whose music is art. | feel as if he put a part of himself in every track he 
composed, and if Terra Nil had something it wanted to say then Meydan was critical to giving the 
game its voice. 
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Thank you to Megan Bird for her beautiful work on the handbotierSeeing*at'er the Inti lcaueamer 
details she created during this massive undertaking remains a source of great joy. 


Thank you to Daoyi Liu for painting hundreds of varieties of plants and trees for the ideal 
versions of biomes and many of the art assets for climate conditions. | enjoyed seeing their 
interpretations of and improvements to the existing art, and how they pushed for plants to be 
more closely tied to their real-world counterparts. 


Thank you to Camille Sile for wonderful key art. Thank you for being patient and making 
something so breathtaking. 


Thank you to the team at Lucan studio, including Andrew McNally, Wian Van Bergen, Ingrid de Beer, 
and Werner Uys, for their incredible work on the Terra Nil release trailer. 


Thank you to Michael Sanders, Beth Gillespie, the team at Electric Monk Media Ltd. and 
Special Reserve Games for taking our loose scribbles and fragments of chaos and formatting 
them into this amazing book. They worked miracles. 


Thank you to Devolver Digital for pushing us to make what | believe to be Free Lives’s first art 
book, and for always offering equal measures of wisdom and insanity. 
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Thank you to Anja Venter, Ruan Rothmann, and Dom Gawlowski for facilitating so much of the 
communication and production with our external artists. 


Thank you to Sabrina Becker, herself a wonderful artist with a green thumb. She proofread text 
when | felt too tired to think, and gave me feedback when | was uncertain about my decisions. 
She had the wisdom to push me harder when she knew | could do better, and supported me when 
| was exhausted. I'm lucky to have her as my partner. 


And finally, thank you to Sam Alfred, the original creator of Terra Nil, who believed in the game so 
much that | think he willed it into becoming something Free Lives would take on. Sam was firm in 
pushing the game's vision forward while also being flexible with following where the game led. 
I'm grateful that you trusted me with something you clearly loved so much, and I'm proud of what 
our team has put together. 


— Jonathan Hau-Yoon, Lead Artist (Free Lives) 
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The original version of Terra Nil 
was made for the Ludum Dare 
45 game jam as a 48-hour 
“Compo” entry. The challenge 
was to “start from nothing” — 
you begin with an empty waste- 
land and build buildings, cover 
it with greenery, etc. 
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As is the case with Ludum Dare 
Compo entries, everything has 
to be done solo, so Sam Alfred 
did all of the design, art, pro- 
gramming, and audio himself. 


The game scored first in art 
and fourth overall. This was 
evidence of something special 
about the game, but we were 
all busy with other projects so 
development on Terra Nil was 
confined to after-work hours. 


a ITCH.IO VERSION —— 


We continued working on the game, releasing updates on itch.io and continuing to make art. 
The second tier of the game was introduced, adding the mechanic for diversifying greenery into 
different biomes. We introduced our first animals, including deer, bears, and dune bugs. That 
update was very well-received by players. 


We then started working on the game full-time. We built the third and final tier of the game, 
which introduces recycling and the rocket. Some time was spent on a new prototype of the game, 
built from scratch with a 3D camera in mind. 


Along with the release of the recycling tier, we spent time on the game's audio palette. The arrival 
of the rain was a very powerful moment, one that we believed would be made more emotional 
with realistic thunder and rain sound effects rather than 8-bit ones. 


We also explored some other possibilities for music, including procedurally generating the 
music out of individual note samples and having it respond to in-game events. This proved to be 
very difficult, and for the recycling update we instead turned to free music libraries, curating a 
game soundtrack using free music that gave us a sense of calm and tranquility. 
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Although we started with a large 
number of tracks, we pruned out 
the ones that we felt didn’t fit. In the 
end, we realised that only one 
composer's work remained. We 
would later pursue him as the only 
person who could write Terra Nil’s 
emotional soundtrack. 


We added more animals, the map 
meta-game, and multiple levels with 
different map generation rules and 
difficulties. The game was starting to 
feel complete, and our itch.io version 
had begun attracting a large number 
of players. 
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ITCH.1O0 VERSION 


While working with a small number of pixels, 
one pixel of squash and stretch ends up making 
a big difference. Much thought was put into creating 
a Clear, visual line of action in this frog's leap. 


Steam clouds can be extremely time-consuming 
to animate entirely by hand. Steam has a rolling 
quality to it that can be difficult to convey in pixel 
art, but it’s possible to make a crude approxi- 
mation by combining two particle systems. 


The first particle system here is made up of 
circles of random sizes, moving upwards witha 
bit of visual noise. The second particle system 
is also made up of circles of varying sizes, but 
is used as a mask for eating away at the first 
particle system. 


We test in-game to make sure that shapes, 
speed, and the number of frames all feel right 
before refining animations. As a final pass, we 
draw over them frame-by-frame, in this case to 
make the steam look puffier and add shading. 
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ART DEVELOPMENT 


While we were working on the 
third tier of the game, we were also 
experimenting with a completely new 
version of the game. This was partly 
to get rid of our sizable technicaldebt 
by improving our code and partly 
to experiment with new art direction 
that we hoped would be more acces- 
sible and have wider appeal. 


We are very fond of Studio Ghibli 
movies and their environmental 
messages and were interested in 
exploring what a similar style might 
look like in3D. Our early experiments 
in this direction primarily focused on 
grass that waved in the wind, water 
that had bright specular highlights 
and blending different tiles together. 


We also explored a direction that 
more directly referenced anime. We 
particularly liked when environ- 
ments were traditionally painted 
with some paper textures showing 
through, and we liked the look of 
natural bleeding that comes when 
you paint watercolours onto paper. 


Wealso explored having acel-shaded 
look for the animated parts of the 
game, but we ultimately decided 
this was too jarring and brought 
too much attention to the buildings 
when the game's environments 
should be the focus. Even though 
we didn’t stick with the cel-shaded 
look, we did manage to settle on an 
artstyle for the backgrounds at that 
early stage. 


EARLY CONCEPT ART 
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Our initial ideas for buildings were also more whimsical. We drew a large number of different 
thumbnails, looking for ways to give all buildings unique silhouettes and personalities. Ideally, 
we wanted their functions to be readily apparent from just their primary shapes or animations. 
We also looked for ways to sneak in the impression of faces or limbs where possible to suggest 
the buildings behaved like living machines. 


We were also interested in finding ways to make them look more organic. Even though they were 
machines, we would find ways to introduce round or organic shapes — shapes that are typically 
avoided when making low-poly 3D models. Even though these assets were planned to be 3D 
and viewed using a perspective camera, we knew players would primarily be looking at them 
from one main angle, so could add extra vertices to smooth out their silhouettes. If they looked 
low-poly, we felt the illusion of an organic, living world would be ruined, and we wanted a look 
distinct from other indie games. 


We also wanted to explore grouping building materials according to tier. This could help with 
indicating why some buildings could be recycled using certain means while others could not. 
Perhaps the first tier of buildings was more rustic or wooden. The second tier could be concrete 
and stone, with more elements of nature growing on top of them. The final tier could be more 
futuristic, with clean panels and glowing lights. 
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One direction we considered 
was having the buildings 
that the player built look 
pre-industrial and designing 
the existing wasteland with 
elements that would imply 
how the environment had 
been devastated. These would 
have been post-industrial 
elements, like heavy transport 
vehicles or conveyor belts. 
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Cleanses the wasteland toxins in the 
crea, making the soil around it ready 
for planting 
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Our first version of the user interface relied on clean edges, circles, and rounded corners. This looked generic and 
sterile, but we were initially mainly concerned with functionality. 
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We shared the new art with our Twitter and Discord communities and found the reception to be 
rather mixed. While players generally could see the reasoning behind the art changes, many 
of them were quite attached to our old buildings. The wind turbine, in particular, was felt to be 
an iconic structure that many missed. It became difficult to choose one direction over the other 
because neither was an overwhelming favourite. 


What broke the tie was a blog post by Miguel de Dios, where he discussed the itch.io version of 
the game. He wrote about how it was really important to him that the buildings in the game looked 
as if they were heavy machinery. He argued that it was a fallacy that individual action could save 
us from climate change: “it's clear that the damages we have dealt the environment can only 
be undone with the same strength we used to build entire societies from scratch. To restore a 
plundered earth, we must employ industries, not individuals.” 


Before then, we had liked the character of our whimsical buildings, finding the industrial ones to 
be dull and lifeless by comparison. But de Dios's post helped to push us more in the direction of 
our buildings having a more industrial aesthetic. 
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We had a large number of buildings to make, and so almost every member of the Free Lives team 
worked on buildings at some point. For this reason, some very different styles were used in the 
planning stages. Since work was being done in-house, we found it less important for concepts 
to be fully fleshed out into illustrations. Building sketches only needed to be detailed enough 
for us to be able to proceed with block-in 3D models. 


Once a model was made, we would draw details onto it from the game's camera angle and test 
these out in-game to see how they looked alongside their surrounding elements. We would 
regularly test progress in the game engine before continuing, until we reached the final textures 
that can be seen in the game. Some buildings (like the Airship or the Excavator) had to be fully 
3D because they had to be able to rotate, but this was relatively rare. 


This iterative workflow proved to be quite efficient, as we avoided making entire buildings only 
to discover late in the pipeline that their scale or details were wrong. It also helped us to grade 
their colours inside of the game engine. This also meant that, even though different artists 
worked on buildings that belonged together, and used wildly different styles to create concept 
art, the final result was quite cohesive. 


A more structured approach was taken with artists that we worked with remotely for other 
aspects of the game. 
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HELTOC AGE 
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Initially, we found the environments were difficult to ideate. In conventional environment 
concept art, it's possible to establish composition using fog and perspective to create depth. 
However, in Terra Nil the environment is procedurally generated so no assumptions can be 
made regarding its composition. The isometric camera and fixed camera angle also make it 
impractical to use traditional depth cues. 


We wrote a script that spawned plants on a tile with a number of controls, like density and 
weighting per plant, and determined whether or not they would be spawned at all according 
to a world-projected mask. We painted some very simple silhouettes of plants, immediately 
exported them into Unity, and played with the spawning parameters to find a distribution that 
looked appealing. We then continued refining our plants, balancing their colours against one 
another and identifying whether or not there were any particular characteristics that stood out 
too much or repeated too obviously. 


We found that pretty much every artist we worked with was accustomed to painting trees and 
plants from the side, but since our game's camera was isometric, and the terrain had shadows 
cast by 3D meshes, it was important that these were all painted with the correct camera angle 
in mind. We often had to draw reference cylinders to remind us of the near-isometric grid we 
were supposed to be matching, to keep the plants from looking mechanical and sterile. 
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Many of these plants are simply sprites, but some 
of them are projected onto 3D meshes so they cast 
better shadows. The plant shader jiggles pixels 
around to give a crude approximation of blowing 
wind, and vertices are masked out to define the 
strength of the movement. That way, rocks and tree 
trunks can be excluded from the waving. 
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These are grey frames used to plan composition for our intro cinematic. We created a basic animatic 
using these first, only painting the different elements in colour after we were confident about the 
animation. 
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ANIMALS 


We initially drew the animals 
to give a sense of their propor- 
tions, and we used this design 
stage as an opportunity to think 
about how their rigs should be 
constructed. 


However, after the first few ani- 
mals, we quickly grew confident 
enough to tackle them straight 
from the model, addressing any 
feedback directly in 3D. 


Again, this was something we 
felt comfortable doing because 
we were working in-house and 
sitting next to one another, so 
could confer easily. 
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We explored different page layouts using the example of the Toxin Scrubber. 
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These are iterations of the game's logo design. It was difficult to convey themes of “industry and engineering” 
while trying to achieve the sense of a “wholesome and relaxing” tone. We settled on a final design that felt 
“painted-over” and more organic, which seemed to fit our new aesthetic best. 
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